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EXHIBITION REVEALS IMPORTANT 15^“-CENTURY PAINTING OF THE 
NATIVITY AMONG 82 MANUSCRIPT ILLUMINATIONS 

CLEVELAND — Books are both intimate and timeless — especially when they reveal pages 
of brilliant, jewel-like illuminations and elegant handwritten texts. The Jeanne Miles 
Blackburn Collection of Manuscript Illuminations, an exhibition of more than 80 
manuscript leaves dating from the 13* to the 16* century, showcases the work of some of the 
best artists from medieval Europe, among them Alexander Bening, Matteo da Milano 
(illuminator to the court of Pope Alexander VI), and the Master of the Franciscan Breviary. 
The illuminated manuscripts are a recent gift to the Cleveland Museum of Art (CMA) from 
Jeanne Blackburn, a Florida collector and former speech instructor at Vassar, who Judiciously 
assembled her collection over a 16-year period beginning in 1983. This free exhibition will 
run from Dec. 19, 1999 to Feb. 27, 2000. 

The richly embellished books produced in the Middle Ages are considered by many 
to be the quintessential form of medieval artistic expression. Single leaves from these books, 
adorned with miniature paintings and calligraphy, have captivated private collectors for at 
least four centuries. The earliest Blackburn leaves date to about 1220, when a rising urban 
middle class, literate and interested in illuminated works, resulted in a shift in the production 
of calligraphy and manuscript painting from artist-monks to thriving commercial workshops. 
The latest works show the final flowering of the hand-illuminated page as it briefly co- 
existed with the printed book. The advent of the printing press in Europe eventually led to the 
end of the illuminated manuscript. 

The manuscripts in the exhibition will be organized by type — Bibles, psalters, 
prayer books, and choral books — then arranged chronologically within each type. 
Manuscript sizes will range from sheet music large enough to be read from several feet away 
(including one over two feet high) to miniature books meant to be cradled in one’s hands. 

The vast majority of the texts are in Latin, though a few are written in Dutch. 

Highlights of the Blackburn collection include a leaf used to celebrate the birth of 
Christ at High Mass on Christmas Day, the Initial P: The Nativity. A bright palette, detailed 
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landscapes, and ultramarine skies characterize the work of the artist, Attavante degli Attavanti and 
Workshop. While the border ornament on the leaf is the work of an .assistant, Attavanti — one of the 
most famous Florentine illuminators of the late 15* century — painted the initial. The prominent 
initial P opens the Introit with a text taken from Isaiah 9:6: Puer natus e[st] nobis, et films datus est 
nobis (For a child is bom to us, and a son is given to us), featuring sprays of foliage that appear on 
three edges of the page. 

Other highlights of the Blackburn collection include the 14*-century Initial I: Departure of 
Tobias, a rare miniature once part of an enormous choral book containing chants sung during Mass. 
The initial is the first letter of the Italian word inclina, or “turn,” and is part of the larger phrase 
Inclina, Domine, aurem tuam ad me (Turn your ear, O Lord, and hear me). It depicts the story of 
Tobias, the son of Tobit, an exiled Jew who is blind and destitute. Led by the archangel Raphael, 
Tobias travels to relatives in a distant city to find a means of supporting his family. The leaf would 
have introduced the opening of the liturgy for the 1 5th Sunday after Pentecost. 

A particularly unusual and extremely rare iconography is seen in the Initial A: St. Francis of 
Assisi in Prayer, a mid-15*-century work by the Master of the Franciscan Breviary. A Franciscan 
vision is depicted, the “Vision of Friar Sylvester,” in which Francis has a large golden cross 
emanating from his mouth and extending upward toward heaven. The leaf marks the opening of the 
Feast of St. Francis on Oct. 4: Afileluia, alleluia, Franciscus pauper et humilis] (Alleluia, alleluia, 
Francis, poor and humble ...). 

Of the works Mrs. Blackburn has acquired, Stephen Fliegel, Associate Curator of Medieval 
Art, notes, “Through careful selection and a dedication to beauty, she has assembled a well-balanced 
collection, including hands and styles not present in our own distinguished holdings. Her gift will 
expand and enhance the range and texture of our collection.” 

Says Kate Sellers, Acting Director of CMA, “We are delighted that Mrs. Blackburn has made 
CMA the permanent home for these treasures. She shares the museum’s commitment to excellence 
and education. Mrs. Blackburn has helped us tremendously in our continuing efforts to collect and 
exhibit the finest masterpieces to the public.” 

Free Lectures and Gallery Tours 

Accompanying the exhibition will be a catalogue by curator Stephen Fliegel, and a series of four 
lectures in the Recital Hall. On Sunday, Dec. 19, at 2:00 p.m. Myra Orth, an independent scholar, 
will discuss French Renaissance Books of Hours. The following lectures will be presented on 
Wednesday evenings at 7 p.m.: on Jan. 12, Eric Inglis of Oberlin College, He Sees Two Gods in 
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Church: Sacred and Profane Themes in Late Medieval Arf, on Jan. 19, exhibition organizer Stephen 
Fliegel, Treasures of Tuscan Illumination-, and on Jan. 26, William Noel of the Walters Art Gallery, 
Psalter Illustration in the Middle Ages. 

Gallery tours through the exhibition will be given on Wednesday, Jan. 1 9 and Sunday, Jan. 
23 at 1:30 p.m. 

Visitors will also be able to see the exhibition A Painting in Focus: Nicolas Poussin’s Holy 
Family on the Steps through Jan. 23, and take a special “Nativity Tour” of the CMA’s permanent 
collection with the museum’s Sight & Sound CD audio guide. 

For more information on the CMA and its events, call 1-888-CMA-0033 or visit 
www.clemusart.com. 
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